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Air leaks in a vacuum bag are detected using a leak detection
film covering the inside face of the bag. The film includes a
gas permeable binder carrying oxygen sensitive material that
changes in physical appearance at the location of an air leak.
The film may be adhered to the inside face of the bag or may
form a separate membrane that is placed over a layup being
molded in the bag. The film may be illuminated with light
having a wavelength selected to cause the film to luminesce.
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1
LEAK DETECTION IN VACUUM BAGS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of Provisional U.S.
Patent Application No. 60/876,928 filed Dec. 22, 2006.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This disclosure generally relates to vacuum bags used in
manufacturing and industrial processes, and deals more par-
ticularly with a device and method for detecting air leaks in a
vacuum bag.

BACKGROUND

Flexible vacuum bags are used in various manufacturing
and industrial processes, such as the fabrication of composite
structures and bonding of parts. For example, in the aerospace
industry, without limitation, vacuum bags may be used to
bond heat shield tiles to a metal backing. Vacuum bags may
also used in vacuum bag molding, wherein a flexible bag
formed from a polymer sheet such as Nylon® is placed over
a part pre-form and sealed along a mold flange. A vacuum
drawn in the bag eliminates entrapped air and excess resin,
resulting in compaction of the pre-form. Similarly, vacuum
assisted resin transfer molding (VARTM) may employ a
vacuum bag to cover a pre-form or dry fabric on one-sided
tooling. Air is evacuated and liquid resin from an external
reservoir is drawn into the bag which is infused into the
pre-form. Any leaks in the vacuum bag may allow air to enter
and form bubbles in the resin matrix, resulting in an unac-
ceptable amount of porosity in the matrix. Leaks in the
vacuum bag may be relatively small and therefore difficult to
observe by an operator. While various gas leak detection
techniques are known, they are not always reliable and may
not detect leaks quickly enough to be useful in repairing leaks
while molding processes are underway.

Accordingly, there is a need for a leak detection system that
allows instant detection of the location of leaks in the vacuum
bag, without the use of complicated, external leak detection
equipment or the need for highly experienced operating per-
sonnel. The disclosed embodiments are intended to satisty
this need.

SUMMARY

Leaks or pressure gradients may be detected in gas imper-
meable, transparent membranes used to maintain a pressure
differential. The leaks or pressure gradients are detected by a
gas permeable film or coating placed on or near the membrane
that emits or reflects light of various wavelengths in the area
of the leak or pressure gradient. Rapid visual detection of air
leaks in vacuum bags for example, may be achieved using a
leak detection film placed between the inside face of the
vacuum bag, and a part or composite pre-form. The leak
detection film may be applied directly to the inside face of the
bag, or may comprise a separate membrane thatis placed over
the pre-form before the bag is sealed. The leak detection film
includes a gas permeable binder incorporating gas sensitive
materials that react to the presence of the gas. The gas sensi-
tive material changes in appearance in response to exposure
to gas caused by a leak in the bag. The change in appearance
may comprise a local change in color or change in the inten-
sity of a color in the area surrounding the leak.
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According to one disclosed embodiment, a device is pro-
vided for indicating the location of an air leak in a vacuum bag
used in processing parts, comprising a film including oxygen
sensitive material inside of and extending across the bag, the
oxygen sensitive material changing in physical appearance at
the general location of an air leak in the bag. The film may
include an oxygen permeable binder incorporating the oxy-
gen sensitive material. The film may be bonded to an inside
face of the bag and may be formed from a flexible polymer or
paint that is applied to the bag. The oxygen sensitive material
may include light sensitive nano-particles responsive to light
of a predetermined wavelength for emitting light indicating
the location of the air leak. The oxygen sensitive material may
be excited by light of a pre-selected wavelength to lumines-
cence; the intensity of the luminescence changes in the area of
an air leak due to the presence of oxygen. A dye may be added
to the film in order to color the luminescence of the film.

According to another disclosed embodiment, a vacuum
bag assembly used in bonding parts together comprises: a
vacuum bag covering at least one of the parts and defining a
space in which a vacuum may be drawn to assist in bonding
the parts; and, a leak detection film inside of and extending
across the bag, the leak detection film including oxygen sen-
sitive material that changes in physical appearance at the
general location of an air leak in the bag.

According to further another disclosed embodiment, a
device is provided for detecting an air leak in a vacuum bag
used in fabricating composite parts, comprising a film inside
of and substantially coextensive with the area of the bag
subjected to a vacuum. The film includes an oxygen perme-
able binder and an oxygen sensitive material held in the
binder. The oxygen sensitive material has at least one visual
characteristic that changes in the presence of oxygen intro-
duced into the vacuum bag by an air leak. The film may
comprise a coating formed on the inside face of the bag. The
oxygen sensitive material may include pressure sensitive
luminophores.

According to a further embodiment, a vacuum molding bag
is provided, comprising: a flexible, substantially transparent
polymer sheet having an inside face and an outside face; and,
a film on the inside face of the polymer sheet, the film includ-
ing an oxygen permeable binder and an oxygen sensitive
material held in the binder. The oxygen sensitive material
exhibits a change in the physical appearance of the film in the
area of an air leak in the molding bag, thereby indicating the
location of the air leak. Portions of the film may be removable
from the polymer sheet in order to tailor the geometry of the
film relative to a seal which surrounds a part pre-form or other
object to be subjected to a vacuum.

According to still another embodiment, a device is pro-
vided for use in manufacturing and industrial processes to
detect gas leaks in a gas impermeable, transparent membrane.
The device comprises means extending across the membrane
for providing a visual indication of the location of a gas leak
in the membrane. The means for providing a visual indication
may include a film that changes in appearance in the area of
the gas leak. The film may includes a gas permeable binder,
and means held in the binder for visually reacting to the
presence of a gas reaching the film through the leak. The film
may be attached to the membrane, and may be substantially
coextensive with an area on the membrane over which leaks
are to be detected. The visually reacting means includes pres-
sure sensitive luminophores.

According to another embodiment, a device is provided for
detecting gas leaks in a seal between a vacuum processing bag
and a base, comprising: a film inside of the processing bag
and disposed adjacent the seal, the film including a gas per-
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meable binder and a gas sensitive material held in the binder,
the gas sensitive material having at least one visual charac-
teristic that changes in the presence of gas entering the pro-
cess bag through a leak in the seal. The film may extend
substantially across the seal, and between the process bag and
the base.

According to one disclosed method embodiment, process-
ing a part using a vacuum bag comprises the steps of: placing
the part on a base; placing a leak detection film over the part;
placing a substantially transparent vacuum bag over the sheet
of'leak detection film; sealing the bag against air infiltration;
drawing an vacuum in the bag; and, detecting an air leak in the
bag by detecting the location of a change in appearance of the
leak detection film resulting from air entering the bag. The
method may further include the step of illuminating the bag
with light having a wavelength that causes the leak detection
film to luminesce so that changes in the intensity of the
luminescence in the area of the air leak can be detected.

According to another method embodiment, fabricating a
vacuum process bag allowing detection of air leaks in the bag,
comprises the steps of forming a flexible polymer sheet and,
applying a leak detection film on one face of the polymer
sheet. The film may be applied by painting, printing or bond-
ing the film on the face of the polymer sheet. The method may
further comprise fabricating the film by extruding an oxygen
permeable binder. The film may be fabricated by compound-
ing an oxygen permeable binder and an oxygen sensitive
material that changes in appearance when subjected to oxy-
gen.

According to another method embodiment, a vacuum
molding bag allowing detection of air leaks in the bag is
fabricated by the steps comprising: forming a flexible poly-
mer sheet; and, applying a leak detection film to one face of
the polymer sheet. The leak detection film may be applied by
painting, printing or bonding the film onto the face of the
polymer sheet, or by cc-extruding the film along with the
polymer sheet.

According to a further method embodiment, a method of
infusing a preform with resin, comprises the steps of: forming
redundant vacuum chambers about the perform such that an
inner vacuum chamber is disposed within an outer vacuum
chamber; and if one of the vacuum chambers fails, the other
vacuum chamber maintains vacuum integrity; evacuating the
vacuum chambers such that the outer vacuum chamber has a
pressure approximately equal to or greater than a pressure in
the inner vacuum chamber; placing a leak detection film
inside at least one of the inner and outer vacuum chambers;
infusing resin into the preform while substantially maintain-
ing the pressures in the vacuum chambers; and, detecting a
leak in the at least one vacuum chamber by observing changes
in the visual appearance of the leak detection film at the
location of the leak.

Other features, benefits and advantages of the disclosed
embodiments will become apparent from the following
description of embodiments, when viewed in accordance
with the attached drawings and appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE ILLUSTRATIONS

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram illustrating a leak
detection system for vacuum bags.

FIG. 2 is a cross sectional illustration of a molding assem-
bly using a leak detection film.

FIG. 3 is a plan view illustration of the assembly shown in
FIG. 2.
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FIG. 4 is an exploded, sectional illustration of the compo-
nents of a vacuum molding assembly including one embodi-
ment of the leak detection film.

FIG. 5 is a plan view illustration of a vacuum bag and leak
detection film, showing the location of an air leak in the bag.

FIG. 6 is a sectional illustration similar to FIG. 4 but
showing an alternate form of the film applied to the vacuum
bag.

FIGS. 7 and 7a are sectional illustrations useful in explain-
ing the removal of portions of the film extending beyond the
vacuum seal.

FIG. 7b is a sectional illustration of an alternate embodi-
ment in which the edge ofthe leak detection film is covered by
a protective coating.

FIG. 7c¢ is a sectional illustration of an alternate embodi-
ment in which a leak detection film is positioned to detect
leaks in a bag seal.

FIG. 7d is a sectional illustration of an alternate embodi-
ment in which an edge of the leak detection film is positioned
to detect leaks in a bag seal.

FIG. 8 is a plan illustration of an edge of the vacuum bag,
showing the areca where the leak detection film may be
removed.

FIG. 9 is a plan illustration of a section of an alternate
embodiment of the leak detection film in which a grid of
pre-formed lines of weakness are formed in the film.

FIG. 10 1is a functional block diagram similar to FIG. 1, but
showing an embodiment used to detect leaks in a process
employing double vacuum bags.

FIG. 11 is a cross sectional illustration similar to FI1G. 2, but
showing an embodiment used to detect leaks in a process
employing double vacuum bags.

FIG. 12 is a flow diagram illustrating the steps for molding
composite parts using the leak detection film.

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram illustrating the steps of forming
the bag and the leak detection film.

FIG. 14 is a diagrammatic illustration of a system for
detecting leaks in vacuum bags.

FIG. 15 is a flow diagram of aircraft production and service
methodology.

FIG. 16 is a block diagram of an aircraft.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Referring first to FIG. 1, a vacuum bag debulking compos-
ite part molding assembly 20 may be used to perform vacuum
bag molding, vacuum assisted bonding of two parts together,
often of dissimilar materials, or vacuum assisted resin trans-
fer molding. A part pre-form 22 is placed on a molding tool
and tool base 24. A heat shield tile or rubber pad or other
material suitable for bonding may be used in certain applica-
tions instead of pre-form 22. A support surface onto which a
heat shield tile, rubber pad or other material suitable for
bonding may be used in certain applications instead of mold-
ing tool and tooling base 24. A layer of leak detection film
(LDF) 28 may be either placed over the pre-form 22 or
bonded/formed on the inside face of a vacuum bag 26.

As used herein, “LLDF” refers to a layer of material that
includes a binder or matrix incorporating a gas sensitive
material which may be in molecular form; the layer may be in
the form of a film, coating or a membrane. The vacuum bag 26
is placed over the pre-form 22 and sealed around its edges. A
vacuum is drawn within vacuum bag 26 in order to compact
the pre-form 22 and/or draw resin from a source (not shown)
into the bag 26, which is then infused into the pre-form 22. An
air leak 30 in the vacuum bag 26 may result in air 32 entering
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the evacuated space within the bag 26. The air 32 exposes the
LDF 28 to oxygen at the location of the air leak 30.

As will be discussed in more detail below, the LDF 28
includes an oxygen sensitive material that reacts to oxygen in
the incoming air 32 by changing its physical appearance,
which is emitted or reflected from the LDF 28 as light 35. This
change occurs generally only in the area of the air leak 32.
Since the vacuum bag 26 may be substantially transparent,
operating personnel may detect the location of the leak 30 by
observing the changes in appearance of the LDF 28 around
the area of the leak 30. The change in appearance of the LDF
28 may comprise, without limitation, a change in the color of
the film 28 surrounding the air leak 30 or a change in the
intensity of a color.

For example, LDF 28 may react to an atmospheric gas
(oxygen) by changing color or growing darker or brighter.
This reaction may be temporary so that the bag 26 may appear
as red, when it is exposed to the air before it is used. Then, the
bag 26 may change to a different color when it is evacuated.
Inthe event of a bag leak, the area around the leak will remain
red, enabling an operator to quickly detect and repair the leak.
Alternatively the LDF 28 may contain, without limitation, a
phosphorescent that emits different wavelengths of light 35
near a leak, or that changes in its intensity around a leak.

Depending upon the materials used, the LDF 28 may be
exposed to a light source 34 which directs light of a particular
wavelength, such as UV, onto the film 28. The incident light
causes the oxygen sensitive material around the area of the
leak 32 to luminesce (light 35), which may include either
florescence or phosphorescence. The LDF 28 may include,
for example, without limitation, so-called “pressure sensitive
paints” which change color based on the oxygen partial pres-
sure near the paint. The paint comprises luminophore mol-
ecules suspended in an oxygen permeable binder that are
excited by light of a particular wavelength (e.g. blue), and
then return to the ground state by emitting light of a different
wavelength (e.g. red) if oxygen is present. The presence of
oxygen causes the luminophore molecules to return to their
ground state through oxygen-quenching. The intensity of the
red light emitted is inversely proportional to the surrounding
partial pressure of the oxygen.

It should be noted here that the use of the LDF 28 to detect
leaks in vacuum bags 26 is merely illustrative of a wide range
of applications of the LDF 28 in industrial and manufacturing
processes where it is desired to detect leaks or pressure gra-
dients in gas impermeable, transparent membranes used to
maintain a pressure differential. While the disclosed embodi-
ments of the LDF employ materials that react to the presence
of oxygen contained in the air, in order to detect leaks in
vacuum bags, the LDFs may be used to detect the presence of
various other gases, depending on the application. It should
be further noted that the change in appearance of the LDF 28
may occur as the result of changes in light reflected from the
surface of the LDF 28, the emission of light from the LDF 28
triggered by incident light of particular wavelengths or even
chemical reactions resulting from the exposure of the LDF 28
to a particular gas.

Attention is now directed to FIGS. 2-5 which disclose
further details of the composite part molding assembly 20.
The pre-form 22 is placed on a tool 24 supported on a tool
base 24a. In the illustrated embodiment, a membrane-like
LDF 28 is placed over the pre-form 22 and tool 24. A con-
ventional vacuum bag 26 is spread over the LDF 28 so that the
inside face of the bag 26 is in close proximity to or contacts
the LDF 28. In order that leaks may be detected over the entire
area of the bag 26 in which a vacuum is drawn, the outer
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margins of the LDF 28 may extend out to the edge of a seal 36,
sothat the LDF 28 is substantially coextensive with the evacu-
ated area of the bag 26.

The outer margins of the bag 26 are attached to the seal 36
that forms an air tight boundary to tool 24 around the perim-
eter of the bag 26. Sealed bag 26 encloses a volume 29
between bag 26 and tool 24 which is supported on tool base
24a. One or more vacuum lines 38 may connect to the bag 26
in order to connect bag 26 to a vacuum source to evacuate the
bag. In the case of a VARTM process, additional lines (not
shown) may be used to connect the bag 26 with a source of
resin (not shown) that is drawn into the bag 26 by the vacuum.

As best seen in FIG. 4, the bag 26 may comprise a flexible
polymer film, such as Nylon®, Kapton® or PVA (polyvinyl
alcohol) that is substantially transparent and impermeable to
gases. The LDF 28 comprises a gas permeable binder incor-
porating oxygen sensitive material such as luminophores or
other similar materials that may be triggered to emit radiation
as a reaction to the presence of oxygen. The oxygen sensitive
material may also comprise, for example, light sensitive
nano-particles that detect the presence of oxygen only when
they are “switched on” by light of a particular wavelength,
such as ultraviolet (UV) light. The pre-form 22 may be cov-
ered by a release ply 42 and a breather layer 40 used in those
applications where the pre-form 22 is composed of prepreg.
In the case of a dry pre-form 22 that is to be infused by resin,
layer 40 may comprise flow media, rather than a breather. As
will be discussed later in more detail, the LDF 28 may com-
prise a plastic or other binder material used to hold the oxygen
sensitive materials. The LDF 28 may be cast, extruded or
fabricated by other conventional fabrication processes.

As previously described, depending upon the materials
used as the oxygen sensitive material in the LDF 28, a leak 30
in the bag 26 allows air to enter the bag 26 which exposes the
LDF 28 to oxygen in the area surrounding the leak 30. The
oxygen sensitive material reacts to the presence of the enter-
ing air by changing color or changing the intensity of its
current color. Other physical changes in the LDF 30 that are
visibly detectable may be possible, depending upon the mate-
rials used. The degree of change in the physical appearance
(color) may depend upon the pressure of the air (and thus the
oxygen) entering the leak 30. Generally, the change in physi-
cal appearance of the LDF 28 around the air leak 30 will
diminish with increasing distance from the air leak 30. Thus,
as shown in FIG. 5, the change in physical appearance of the
LDF 28 may take the form of muted bands 44 having different
colors surrounding the air leak 30.

As previously described, the leak detecting film 28 may
comprise materials similar to known materials referred to as
pressure sensitive paints which comprise two primary parts:
an oxygen-sensitive florescent molecule and an oxygen-per-
meable binder. The detection process is based on the sensi-
tivity of the luminescent molecules to the presence of oxygen.
When a luminescent molecule absorbs a photon, it is excited
to an upper singlet energy state. The molecule then typically
recovers to the ground state by the admission of a photon of a
longer wavelength.

In some materials, oxygen can interact with the molecules
such that the transition to the ground state is without radia-
tion; this process is known as oxygen quenching. The rate at
which these two processes compete may depend upon the
partial pressure of the oxygen present, with a higher oxygen
pressure quenching the molecule to a greater extent, thus
diminishing the intensity of the light. It should also be noted
here that the luminescence intensity of the LDF 28 at a given
point may also a function of other factors. For example, the
luminescence intensity may depend on variations in the spa-
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tial distribution of the illumination over the LDF 28, the level
of concentration of the luminospheres, the thickness of the
LDF 28 and the sensitivity of any cameras that may be used to
detect visual changes in the LDF 28.

Depending upon the particular materials used in the LDF
28, specialized recording instruments may not be necessary in
order to detect luminescent emissions produced by the oxy-
gen sensitive molecules. For example, by doping the materi-
als in the film 28 with adequate substances, a luminescence
emission in the visible range may be obtained which is oxy-
gen sensitive.

FIG. 6 illustrates an arrangement in which another embodi-
ment of the LDF 28a is adhered to the inside face of the bag
26. As will be discussed below, the LDF 284 may comprise a
separate sheet of material that is bonded to the bag sheet 26.
Alternatively, the bag 26 and LDF 284 may be co-extruded so
as to form a double layer, single sheet of material. Further,
LDF 28a may comprise a paint or ink that is sprayed or
printed onto the bag 26. Where the LDF 28a is in the form of
apaint or ink, it should have sufficient flexibility to generally
match the flexibility of the bag 26. It may also be desirable to
generally match the coefficients of thermal expansion (CTE)
of the bag 26 and the LDF 28.

Where the LDF 28ais adhered directly to the inside face of
the bag 26, it may be important to assure that the film 28a does
not extend beyond the seal 36. For example, as shown in FI1G.
7, allowing the LDF 28a to extend beyond the seal 36 exposes
aportion 31 of the LDF 28a to outside air 46 which may then
enter the LDF 28a, pass through the plane of the LDF 284 and
may be released inside the bag 26. Accordingly, the LDF 28a
should be truncated inside of the seal 36, as illustrated in FIG.
7a, but preferably as close to the seal 36 as possible. Alterna-
tively, as illustrated in FIG. 754, it may be possible to apply a
gas impervious coating 45 over any portions 31 of the LDF
28a that extend beyond the seal 36 in order to prevent air from
entering the bag 26 through the edges of the LDF 28a.

FIG. 7c¢ illustrates an alternate embodiment in which a
short length of LDF 28c¢ is positioned between the bag 26 and
the tool 24, immediately adjacent the bag seal 36. Positioning
LDF 28c¢ across the seal 36 allows an operator to detect leaks
in the seal 36, since a leak in the seal 36 may be detected by
the LDF 28 which will emit light 35 near the edge of the seal
36. The LDF 28¢ may be used with or without a separate LDF
28 employed to detect leaks in the bag 26. The oxygen sen-
sitive material used in the LDF 28¢ may produce a color
different from the color emitted by an LDF 28 used to detect
leaks in the bag 26, thus allowing an operator to distinguish
between leaks in the seal 36 and leaks in the bag 26. It should
be noted here that the LDF 28¢ need not be sealed against
either the bag 26 or the tool 24.

FIG. 7d illustrates an alternate embodiment which may
allow detection of leaks in the seal 36. The edge 33 of an LDF
28 extends from the inner surface of the bag adjacent the seal
36, downwardly to the tool 24, thereby effectively covering
the edge of the seal 36. The edge 33 need not be sealed to the
tool 24. A leak in the seal 36 may result in light 35 being
emitted or reflected from the LDF 28 near the seal 36, thereby
alerting an operator that a leak may be present in or near the
seal 36.

FIG. 8 illustrates a marginal area 48 of the bag 26 in which
a portion of the LDF 28a is removed. Where the film 28a is
painted or printed onto the surface of the bag 26, chemicals or
etchants may be used to remove the LDF 28a in the marginal
areas 48. For example, where the LDF 28 is an acrylic paint,
portions of it may be removed from the bag 26 using acetone.
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Also, areas of the bag 26 may be masked off during the
painting or printing process to define the outer boundaries,
e.g., 50, of the LDF 28.

Where the LDF 28a is coextruded with the bag 26 or is
bonded to the bag 26, it may be possible to cut away and
remove the marginal portions of the LDF 28a. FIG. 9 illus-
trates an arrangement for removing the marginal portions 48
of the film 28. During manufacture of LDF 28a, preformed
lines of weakness 52 may be produced in the film 284, in the
form of a grid pattern. The preformed lines of weakness 52
allow an operator to remove the marginal portions 48 by
simply tearing them away from the bag 26 along the gridlines.
Similarly, strips on the bag 27 forming a grid pattern may be
left uncoated by the LDF 28 to allow a technician to seal the
bag 28 along any of the strips.

The LDF 28 may be employed to detect leaks in multiple
vacuum bags or bag assemblies. For example, a double bag
molding assembly 20a is show in FIG. 10 which uses a pair of
vacuum bags 26, 26a. Vacuum bag 26 forms an air tight cover
over the pre-form 22, similar to the arrangement shown in
FIG. 2. The second vacuum bag 264 forms an air tight cover
over the first vacuum bag 26 so that the entire area of the first
bag 26 is contained with a vacuum chamber defined by the
volume within the second bag 264. The second bag 26a forms
redundancy that assures that a vacuum is maintained over the
pre-form 22 in the event of an air leak in the first bag 26. The
second bag 26a may also function to equalize the pressure
applied over the area of the first bag 26, so that resin is more
evenly infused into the pre-form 22. LDFs 28, 284 are posi-
tioned inside the bags 26, 26a respectively to detect bag leaks.

FIG. 11 illustrates details of a double bag VARTM molding
assembly 20a. Flow control media 27 is positioned over the
pre-form 22, and the first LDF 28 is positioned between the
flow control media 27 and the inner bag 26, which is sealed to
the tool 24 by an inner seal 36. The second LDF 2854 is placed
between the inner bag 26 and the outer bag 26a which is
sealed to the tool 24 by an outer seal 36a and is coupled to a
vacuum line 38a. LDF 28 detects leaks in the inner bag 26,
while LDF 285 independently detects leaks in the outer bag
26a. Alternatively, only one of the bags 26, 265 may be
provided with an LDF 28, 285. An optional breather 25 may
be placed between the LDF 285 and the inner bag 26. Both the
breather 25 and the LDF 285 may be substantially transparent
so that an operator may observe changes in the appearance of
the LDF 28 caused by a leak in the inner bag 26. The oxygen
sensitive materials used in the LDFs 28, 285 may be difterent
or may be doped to produce different colors or intensities so
that an observer can distinguish between leaks in the inner
bag 26 and leaks in the outer bag 26a.

Attention is now directed to FIG. 12 which illustrates the
steps of a method for performing vacuum bag molding using
the leak detection system described above. Beginning at step
54, the pre-form 22 and tool 24 are assembled, following
which a release ply 42 and a breather or flow media 40 are
placed over the pre-form 22, as shown at step 56. Next, the
LDF 28 is placed over the prepared pre-form 22. Then, at step
60, the LDF 28 is trimmed or removed up to the edge of the
seal 36, as may be required. At step 62, the vacuum bag 26 is
installed over the pre-form 22 and the LDF 28, and then
sealed. Next, at step 64 a vacuum is drawn, and the LDF 28
may be illuminated with a light source having a wavelength
that triggers luminescent emissions from the oxygen sensitive
molecules in the LDF 28. At step 68, the LDF is monitored for
changes in appearance, such as changes in intensity or color
in the area surrounding air leaks. Finally, at step 70, air leaks
in the bag are repaired.
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FIG. 13 illustrates the steps of alternate processes for pro-
ducing the LDF 28 for vacuum bags. Beginning at step 72, a
vacuum bag 26 is fabricated using sheets of polymer material,
such as Nylon®. Next, the LDF 28 is fabricated as shown at
step 74. This fabrication step may involve formulating and
producing LDF paint or ink at step 76, or extruding the film,
as shown at step 78.

Next, at step 80, the LDF 28 may be applied to the bag 26
by any of several processes. First, the LDF 28 may be coex-
truded with the bag, as shown at step 82. Alternatively, the
LDF 28 may be bonded directly to the bag 26 as shown at step
84. Finally, the LDF 28 may be applied to the bag 26 either by
painting or printing as shown at step 86. The bag 26 having the
LDF 28 applied thereto is cut to size at step 88 and then
installed over the pre-form 22 and tool 24, and sealed at step
90.

Attention is now directed to FIG. 14 which depicts a system
that may be used for detecting air leaks in vacuum bags.
Multiple excitation lights 34 direct light of a predefined wave-
length, over to the surface of the bag 26. In one embodiment,
the lights 34 may have a wavelength of 450 nm (blue). The
lights 34 may include suitable filters if needed and may oper-
ate continuously or as strobes. CCD cameras 92, 94 with
suitable filters as appropriate view the surface of the bag 26.
Signals from the cameras 92, 94 are fed to camera drivers 96
which deliver recorded camera information to a PC-based
work station 98. The work station 98 may include fast bulk
data storage 100 and commercially available, data reduction
software 102. The work station 98 may be used to display an
image 104 representing images recorded by cameras 92, 94.
As can be seen in FIG. 14, image 104 reveals a pin hole air
leak 30 in the bag 26 which is highlighted by contrasting
colors 44 surrounding the leak 30.

Referring now to FIGS. 15 and 16, embodiments of the
disclosure may be used in the context of an aircraft manufac-
turing and service method 106 as shown in FIG. 15 and an
aircraft 122 as shown in FIG. 16. During pre-production,
exemplary method 106 may include specification and design
108 of the aircraft 122 and material procurement 110. During
production, component and subassembly manufacturing 112
and system integration 114 of the aircraft 122 takes place.
Thereafter, the aircraft 122 may go through certification and
delivery 116 in order to be placed in service 118. While in
service by a customer, the aircraft 122 is scheduled for routine
maintenance and service 120 (which may also include modi-
fication, reconfiguration, refurbishment, and so on).

Each of the processes of method 106 may be performed or
carried out by a system integrator, a third party, and/or an
operator (e.g., a customer). For the purposes of this descrip-
tion, a system integrator may include without limitation any
number of aircraft manufacturers and major-system subcon-
tractors; a third party may include without limitation any
number of venders, subcontractors, and suppliers; and an
operator may be an airline, leasing company, military entity,
service organization, and so on.

As shown in FIG. 16, the aircraft 122 produced by exem-
plary method 106 may include an airframe 124 with a plural-
ity of systems 128 and an interior 126. Examples of high-level
systems 128 include one or more of a propulsion system 130,
an electrical system 134, a hydraulic system 132, and an
environmental system 136. Any number of other systems may
be included. Although an aerospace example is shown, the
principles of the disclosed embodiments may be applied to
other industries, such as the automotive industry.

The apparatus embodied herein may be employed during
any one or more of the stages of the production and service
method 106. For example, components or subassemblies cor-
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responding to production process 112 may be fabricated or
manufactured in a manner similar to components or subas-
semblies produced while the aircraft 122 is in service. Also,
one or more apparatus embodiments may be utilized during
the production stages 112 and 114, for example, by substan-
tially expediting assembly of or reducing the cost of an air-
craft 122. Similarly, one or more apparatus embodiments may
beutilized while the aircraft 122 is in service, for example and
without limitation, to maintenance and service 120.

Although the embodiments of this disclosure have been
described with respect to certain exemplary embodiments, it
is to be understood that the specific embodiments are for
purposes of illustration and not limitation, as other variations
will occur to those of skill in the art.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of processing a part using a vacuum bag
process, comprising the steps of:

placing the part on a base;

placing a substantially transparent first vacuum bag over

said part wherein a leak detection film is disposed
between said first vacuum bag and said part;

sealing the first vacuum bag against air infiltration with a

first air seal between said first vacuum bag and said base;
drawing vacuum in the first vacuum bag; and,

monitoring the leak detection film while maintaining a

vacuum in said first vacuum bag.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of:

removing a portion of the leak detection film, outside of

said air seal preventing air infiltration into the bag prior
to sealing said bag.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of:

illuminating the bag with light having a wavelength that

causes the leak detection film to luminesce, wherein an
air leak in the bag results in a change in the luminescence
in the area of the air leak following sealing said bag.

4. The method of claim 1,

wherein said leak detection film is disposed on an inside

face of the bag.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein said part comprises a
vehicle part.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein said part comprises an
aircraft part.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
comprises an oxygen sensitive material, wherein said oxygen
sensitive material may be excited by light of a preselected
wavelength to luminesce, and wherein at least one of the color
and the intensity of the luminescence changes due the pres-
ence of oxygen caused by an air leak.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein said leak detection film
includes a dye for coloring the luminescence produced by the
oxygen sensitive material.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
comprises an oxygen permeable binder, and wherein the oxy-
gen sensitive material is held in the binder.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
is substantially coextensive with the region of the bag that is
subjected to said vacuum.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
comprises a flexible polymer.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
is bonded to an inside face of the vacuum bag.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
comprises a coating formed on an inside face of the first
vacuum bag.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein portions of said leak
detection film are formed on the inside face of the first
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vacuum bag with patterned lines of weakness allowing selec-
tive removal of said portions according to said pattern lines
from said inside face.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
extends over an area of the first vacuum bag and includes
marginal portions disposed adjacent to the seal.

16. The method of claim 1, wherein said leak detection film
fully or partially covers said seal.

17. The method of claim 1, wherein said monitoring the
leak detection film comprises detecting an air leak in the bag
while drawing said vacuum by detecting a location of a
change in appearance of the leak detection film resulting from
air entering the first vacuum bag at the location of the air leak.

18. The method of claim 1, further comprising the steps of:

placing a second substantially transparent vacuum bag
over the first vacuum bag with a second leak detection
film disposed between the second vacuum bag and the
first vacuum bag prior to drawing an air vacuum on said
first vacuum bag; and

sealing the second vacuum bag against air infiltration with
a second air seal between said second vacuum bag said
base;
wherein said step of drawing vacuum on said first vacuum
bag air vacuum further includes drawing the same or
different vacuum on said second vacuum bag following
said sealing and wherein said step of monitoring the leak
detection film comprises monitoring the second leak
detection film.
19. The method of claim 18 where monitoring the first and
second leak detection films comprises detecting an air leak in
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the first and/or second vacuum bag by detecting a location of
a change in appearance of the first and/or second leak detec-
tion film.
20. A method of processing a part using a vacuum bag
process, comprising the steps of:
placing the part on a base;
placing a substantially transparent first vacuum bag over
said part wherein a first leak detection film is disposed
between said first vacuum bag and said part;
sealing the first vacuum bag against air infiltration with a
first air seal between said first vacuum bag said base;
drawing an air vacuum in the first vacuum bag; and,
monitoring the first vacuum bag while drawing said air
vacuum by monitoring a location of a change in appear-
ance of the first leak detection film resulting from air
entering the first vacuum bag at the location of the air
leak.
21. The method of claim 20 further comprising the step of,
placing a substantially transparent second vacuum bag
over said first vacuum bag wherein a second leak detec-
tion film is disposed between said first vacuum bag and
said second vacuum bag;
sealing the second vacuum bag against air infiltration with
a second air seal between said second vacuum bag and
said base;
drawings an air vacuum in the second vacuum bag; and
monitoring the second vacuum bag while drawing said air
vacuum by monitoring a location of a change in appear-
ance of the second leak detection film resulting from air
entering the second vacuum bag at the location of the air
leak.



